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social conditions with a firm grasp of the environmental

issues at stake.

Participation in policy formulation is another equally impor-

tant challenge. In 2001, the ADB tried to open parts of its

policy formulation to public comment and input. The Bank

solicited public input into its new environmental policy as well

as its NGO engagement policy, but because the ADB website

was the chief resource for facilitating public input, the consul-

tation reached only the subset of the public with Internet

access. Some MRC programs, such as the Water Utilization

Program and the Working Group on Transboundary Issues,

have made cautious efforts to consult with civil society (REPSI,

2001). Although its awareness of the need for engagement, the

MRC has not yet brought MSEA civil society groups into its

activities in a meaningful way. Furthermore, external contribu-

tions to MRC activities still tend to be from specialists, often

individuals from outside the region.

In other regions of the world, parallel processes are managed

by NGOs to facilitate broader representation of diverse and

often marginalized voices within official decision-making

structures (REC, 1999). In Europe, the Black Sea NGO

coalition engaged with public and private sector actors and

facilitated stakeholder input to inter-governmental decision-

making structures for the rehabilitation and protection of the

Black Sea. It has been suggested that a parallel forum attached

to the MRC could offer the space for exchange of views on

transboundary and regional water management issues by a

broad sampling of civil society actors (TEI, 2000). Gaining

official recognition will not be easy, but a parallel NGO

dialogue could potentially demonstrate its usefulness to the

MRC. More recently, the World Commission on Dams

explicitly adopted good governance principles in its review of

the development effectiveness of large dams and recom-

mended multi-stakeholder processes—bringing together

representatives from a broad range of backgrounds, interests,

and perspectives to establish common ground on contentious

issues of environment and development.

Even in a region where diplomatic relations are strained by

political differences, opportunities for cross-border NGO

activity on environmental issues can exist. In Northeast Asia,

where North and South Korea are still officially at war,

Box 6

ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE NORMS IN

ASIA: LESSONS FROM APEC

Institutions for managing transboundary resources at the
ecosystem level are more effective when they focus on the
promotion of principles rather than enforcement (Brunnee
and Toope, 1997). In the 1990s, the Asia Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC), which promotes economic integration
in the Asia-Pacific region, experimented with non-binding
norms of environmental governance in an attempt to
enhance environmental outcomes. Analysis of this
experience suggests four main tasks for regional institu-
tions in improving the interface between the environment
and economic development—developing a shared vision
of norms and goals, building capacity at the regional level
to monitor implementation and raise performance, policy
coordination, and developing effective institutions to
implement policy (Zarsky, 2000).

Because of the difficulty in mobilizing political will to
develop norms, APEC’s environmental activities in this
period tended to focus on information and capacity
building. Although NGO input into the process varied, the
general consensus was that it was largely ineffective. This
weakness was caused partly by the limited space in the
national contexts and partly by NGOs’ limited direct
experience in engaging with formal APEC processes. In the
end, the NGOs themselves failed to produce substantive
demands or make constructive suggestions for acceptable
environmental governance norms (Zarsky, 2000).

Some have argued that introducing global norms to
Southeast Asia has not been successful because they have
been applied without recognition of existing behavioral
norms among regional institutions and national govern-
ments. Global norms might be more relevant if they are
modified and adapted to the region’s specific needs (Tay et
al., 2000). Any approach to regional norms should be
accompanied by a process of confidence and consensus
building, with the objective of producing not only an
acceptable framework but also mechanisms for implemen-
tation. Although the MSEA region demonstrates some of
the same diversity that challenged APEC’s efforts, the
strength of the MSEA identity is reaching the point where
such a political initiative could make new inroads.
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regional civil society actors are engaged in alleviating

transboundary air pollution problems in North and South

Korea, China, and Mongolia. The Northeast Asia Forest

Forum began with South Korean NGOs that wanted to assist

in reforestation to reduce the amount of sand blown from

Mongolia and China, and its activities now include tree-

planting to protect North Korean watersheds that drain into

South Korea. This network has gradually expanded, with

additional chapters forming in Mongolia, Japan, and China.27

Regardless of what aspects of enhanced involvement are under

consideration, it should be noted that regional institutions are

not likely to achieve meaningful public participation without

the close cooperation of national governments. However, the

MRC, the ADB, and other regional institutions could help

facilitate transboundary participation where bilateral inter-

governmental efforts might prove unworkable.

A C C O U N TA B I L I T Y  T O  A F F E C T E D  S TA K E H O L D E R S

The existence and nature of accountability mechanisms

determine the degree to which institutional performance is

subject to public review. These mechanisms—critical in

ensuring that institutions are responsive to public interests—

can take many forms: political accountability through

representative electoral systems, financial accountability

through transparency in budgeting and expenditure, opera-

tional accountability through inspection panels, and local

accountability through public hearings and participation.28

As governance systems develop, there is a certain degree of

substitutability among accountability mechanisms. For

example, accountability through participatory processes

associated with development projects can make up for gaps in

direct representation in larger planning arenas. Similarly,

financial transparency in the absence of direct public represen-

tation in budgeting processes can be a tool in ensuring that the

public interest is reflected in the way resources are used.

Nevertheless, such surrogate accountability relations should

give way to a dense structure of overlapping mechanisms that

ensure political, financial, operational, and legal accountability.

In theory, institutions comprising representatives from

national governments, for example, should be accountable to

those governments, which, in turn, are accountable to the

general public. But governance in the MSEA region does not

ensure that accountability mechanisms function effectively.

The inclusion of a more diverse range of voices in decision-

making processes—community leaders, academics, NGOs,

and local governments, for example—may be a first step

toward outcomes that reflect the range of society’s interests.

Within the MSEA regional institutions, the central position of

national governments has been a recurring theme throughout

this analysis, as it is here.

As discussed above, the MRC is an inter-governmental body in

which national government representatives make the key

decisions. It is the national governments that have the ultimate

authority over which programs are developed, who has access

to information, and what voices are heard in decision-making

processes. In a river basin management body such as the

MRC, a central role for the national governments may be

appropriate in light of the fact that national water resources

development projects have the highest potential for altering

the basin’s conditions (Le Quy An et al., 2001) and the fact

that in this situation the main accountability should be within

the nations themselves. This type of arrangement also means

national development planning and implementation omis-

sions and errors are transferred to regional institutions. In this

sense, the degree to which national governments represent the

full range of public interests affects how well they are reflected

in the MRC and other regional institutions’ priorities and

plans.

The MRC relies upon national governments to provide the

necessary channels of information down to and up from the

community level. This exchange is often blocked because, for

the most part, the National Mekong Committees are

marginalized from the relevant national decision-making

processes. Indeed, local communities have virtually no way of

influencing the MRC, so that downward accountability is

negligible. The MRC accountability situation is made more

complex by bilateral donors (such as the European govern-

ments that provide funding to the MRC) that represent

external stakeholders with significant financial clout.29

Without the formal membership of China and Myanmar,

there is no inclusive institutional framework for accountability
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among the nations of the basin. Recently, however, the MRC

has shown increasing confidence through its public expression

of concern regarding planned development activities in China.

The CEO himself has called for a cooperative approach to

managing the whole basin that protects downstream ecologi-

cal and economic interests (Kristensen, 2002).

As a bank, the ADB is accountable to its board of directors

and shareholders. As a multilateral development bank, the

board of directors comprises representatives from national

governments. The ADB’s board reflects the Bank’s broad

membership, which includes countries external to the region.

Some of these countries—the United States, Japan, and

Australia—wield considerable political and financial power,

creating a situation in which the ADB is subject to a set of

strong external accountability relations.30 Moreover, the

developing country member governments are in a vulnerable

position vis-à-vis the Bank because they depend on develop-

ment assistance. This vulnerability was evident when the ADB,

as part of a bloc of donor institutions, made its assistance to

the Cambodian government contingent upon its pursuing

forest sector reform. At the time, the Cambodian government

depended on the donor community for approximately one-

half of its national budget (Seymour and Dubash, 2000). This

lack of debtor control indicates the absence of the Bank’s

downward accountability to the region’s people.

Since 1995, the ADB has given increasing attention to im-

proved governance through its policy commitments to the

principles of participation, transparency, predictability, and

accountability. As part of its 1995 governance statements, the

ADB approved an Inspection Function Policy, which provides

a mechanism for affected parties to request a review of an

ADB project in the event of environmental concerns or an

observed failure to comply with the ADB’s own policies or

with national laws (ADB, 2000a). This instrument could

ensure accountability of the Bank’s management to the

communities it is assisting. But, in general, the first experience

with the Inspection Panel in Thailand was not well received by

stakeholders, who perceived a basic lack of genuine Bank

commitment to making it work. Specifically, concerns in the

Inspection Panel’s first case regard the selection of the panel

members and the Thai government’s level of cooperation.31 In

short, therefore, despite the existence of mechanisms such as

review and inspection panels, downward accountability has

not been effectively institutionalized.

At the regional level, many factors determine the scope of

possibilities for enhancing accountability relations among

regional institutions, national governments, local govern-

ments, and the public. The Aarhus Convention, when fully

implemented, will formalize the channels for transboundary

accountability among signatory members in Europe (Petkova

and Veit, 2000). This agreement is a good example of how an

arrangement to pool or share sovereignty does not necessarily

represent a threat to national interests (Stålgren, 2000).

Through inclusion within such a procedural environmental

regime, governments can be more confident that their

interests and the interests of their citizens can be articulated to

other countries. Focusing solely on the perception of lost

sovereignty misses the opportunity both to enhance the

security of national and sub-national interests in a more open

and inclusive environment of dialogue and to increase the

shared benefits of resources, markets, technologies, informa-

tion, and trust (He et al., 2001). That said, the prospects for a

similar agreement in the MSEA region are unlikely, because of

ASEAN’s traditional non-interference policy. In this context,

the Aarhus Convention may be an interesting learning point

that could contribute to the development of alternative

accountability mechanisms that provide for shared sovereignty

within regional governance of environmental issues. (See Box

7.) Inevitably, regional institutions have to devise and test

mechanisms for accountability across boundaries and to

affected communities because of the growing interaction

among stakeholders at all levels.

A common thread running through the preceding discussion

is the difficulty in reorienting, and in some cases creating,

opportunities for more effective interactions between govern-

ment and the general public in managing transboundary

natural resources. The gaps identified—insufficient transpar-

ency and provision of information, low levels of meaningful

public involvement, and virtually non-existent mechanisms

for downward and downstream accountability—point toward

the need for innovative thinking and experimentation to

realize meaningful roles for civil society within regional

governance processes.
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V I .  E N H A N C I N G  T R A N S B O U N D A R Y

E N V I R O N M E N T A L  G O V E R N A N C E

Two sets of gaps have emerged from this analysis of the MSEA

transboundary environmental challenges and the regional

institutional response. Both are key to the creation of an

enhanced regime of regional environmental governance that

can meet transboundary environmental challenges. The first

set of gaps is directed to the inadequacy of the structural

arrangements that characterize the institutions. Responding to

these gaps requires close cooperation between the regional

institutions and the relevant national governments. The

second highlights the opportunities to overcome the short-

comings of governance practice, which require shifts in the

ways in which national governments and regional institutions

interact with the general public.

E N H A N C I N G  T H E  I N S T I T U T I O N A L  S T R U C T U R E S

F O R  C O O P E R AT I O N

Define the environment in broad terms

A broadly construed regional environmental governance

agenda will increase the likelihood that common areas of

interest and cooperation among the national governments will

emerge. This point is especially relevant to concerns for the

poverty, vulnerability, and livelihood security of rural people.

Exclusive focus on water issues misses the urgency of an

ecosystem approach for maintaining the productive integrity

of the region’s environment, and colors other issues with the

tension between upper and lower basin countries—it also fails

to capture the range of environmental challenges that the

countries of the region face, particularly regarding forests and

biodiversity. No doubt, effective mechanisms to manage the

Mekong River among both the lower and upper basin coun-

tries are critical to the environmental stability of the region,

but a broadly defined environmental agenda can encourage

the shift from a narrow focus on sectoral environmental

management to more encompassing process-oriented environ-

mental governance.

Box 7

ESCAP AND ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE

IN MSEA

The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific (ESCAP), is a branch of the United Nations. It is also
the current incarnation of the Economic Commission for
Asia and the Far East, which was prominent in the founding
of the GMS Program and the MRC. ESCAP promotes
dialogue between regional actors and advocates sustain-
able development in the context of realizing the goals set
forth in the Rio Declaration (Dore, 2001b). In 2000, ESCAP
declared the Decade of GMS Development, but by most
accounts, the Commission is struggling to establish a niche
in the regional institutional landscape (Dore, 2001b). Its
most effective role seems to be in providing support for
economic and social development initiatives through the
production and dissemination of information. It also works
to build national capacity and supports multi-stakeholder
dialogue on the region’s development challenges.

The UN Economic Commission for Europe, which is similar
to ESCAP in its mandate and organizational structures, has
been a central proponent of environmental governance in
Europe, as seen in its active promotion and facilitation of
the processes that made the Aarhus Convention possible.
Similarly, ESCAP may be well placed to contribute to the
development of greater awareness of the need for
improved environmental governance and to provide a
forum for the elaboration of priorities that are both
relevant and appropriate for the region.

In light of the modest results following 10 years of
promoting the Rio principles, ESCAP has suggested that
“new forms of participation are needed to allow individu-
als, groups and organizations to be informed and partici-
pate in decisions which potentially affect their communi-
ties.” The ESCAP-coordinated regional report to the WSSD
clearly acknowledges the gap between policy and
governance practice, and states that without the political
will to implement new governance principles, well-
designed policies are likely to fail (ESCAP, 2001).
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Locate decision-making at the lowest appropriate
level

Environmental decision-making takes place at multiple levels,

and the subsidiarity principle calls for authority to be located

at the lowest appropriate level. The need for interaction across

the regional, national, and sub-national levels in

transboundary environmental issues is particularly acute.

Governance reform is already underway at the national level,

and governments in the region should continue gradually to

increase the roles of supra-national and sub-national actors in

environmental decision-making as required by the many

scales of environmental challenges. Particularly important is

the potential role of sub-national governments in preventing

and managing conflict in transboundary situations, but their

authority to do so is still limited. Regional institutions,

especially the MRC and the ADB, will have to play more

flexible and reflexive parts that are compatible with the

demands for environmental governance as they evolve over

the short, medium, and long-terms. If considered in the

context of evolving governance structures, discussion of

allocating roles and responsibilities may avoid some of the

perceived threat to national sovereignty.

Link environmental governance to regionalization
trends

If environmental issues can be linked to a broader range of

political and economic cooperation trends, it is possible that

the benefits gained from environmental cooperation can be

increased (Wolf, 2001). Although institutions are not yet up to

the region’s environmental challenges, increased political and

economic cooperation has created a number of opportunities

for bridging environmental governance gaps between the

ASEAN countries and China. Specifically, ASEAN should use

its dialogue with China to establish an agreed-upon set of

basic environmental norms of cooperation that would provide

a basis for dialogue and exchange. The ADB should use the

momentum of GMS cooperation to encourage the region’s

countries to discuss mutually beneficial approaches to

improved environmental management, and to more actively

promote broad-based dialogue that fosters political commit-

ment for enhanced national and sub-national environmental

governance practices.

Integrate transboundar y environmental concerns

Regional institutions, in close collaboration with national

governments, should help develop a vision for and an ap-

proach to institutionalizing transboundary issues within

environmental assessments, particularly environmental impact

assessments. The ADB and the MRC, for example, could

mobilize financial resources and facilitate access to informa-

tion, and ASEAN could lead efforts to increase political

support from national governments. If effectively developed

and harmonized with national EIA laws, the proposed MRC

regional environmental impact assessment process could be

an important first step toward institutionalizing

transboundary EIAs. All three institutions should engage with

the research community to devise methodologies for develop-

ing transboundary EIAs and, at the outset, local governments

should be involved in transboundary environmental assess-

ment activities. As the space for participation within the

national setting grows, local communities and interest groups

could be more thoroughly integrated. Further, both national

governments and regional institutions should expand their

frameworks for environmental assessment and reporting to

include measures of environmental performance and gover-

nance. Tools that assess governance practice could provide

valuable analytical support to the more common measures of

environmental conditions, trends, and prospects.

E N H A N C I N G  G O V E R N A N C E  P R A C T I C E S

Increase transparency with better information
flows

The flow of information is an important part of governance

practice. Regional institutions should continue to increase

public availability of information regarding the policies and

procedures of their operations. The Internet has become an

important tool and the regional institutions should further

public access to digital information. The MRC has a central

role in providing baseline information on conditions and

trends in the Mekong Basin, and it could concentrate on

heightening understanding by governments and the public

concerning transboundary impacts. The MRC has also

suggested that joint studies should be the first step in moving

toward a more substantive engagement with China. The ADB
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and the MRC should improve their efforts to provide the

public with timely information on project plans while

concurrently widening the channels for upward information

flows regarding environmental and social outcomes from the

grassroots level. At the same time, donors and civil society

should increase their efforts to promote the exchange of

existing information, catalyze discussion with policymakers,

and encourage the broader representation of society in the

creation and use of that information. Augmented information

flows can lead to the proliferation of new understanding

among policymakers and new perspectives on the diverse

range of interests. Drawing government and regional institu-

tions into research activities can enhance the credibility and

legitimacy of alternative sources of information and analysis

within official decision-making processes.

Provide voice through multi-stakeholder processes

National governments and regional institutions should expand

their consideration of options for increasing public involve-

ment in decision-making beyond existing structures and

processes. Greater regional integration and cooperation

Box 8

SUMMARY OF OPPORTUNITIES FOR ENHANCING ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE

Enhancing Governance Practices

Regional institutions and national governments should:

■ continue to increase transparency through the provision of
information concerning operating policies and procedures,
programs, and projects to the general public. Information
should be exchanged to stimulate debate, deepen under-
standing, and nurture new perspectives on transboundary
environmental challenges.

■ increase efforts to involve the public through multi-
stakeholder dialogues that contribute to the recognition of
multiple stakeholders and their perspectives.

■ deepen downward accountability mechanisms to increase
the environmental sustainability and social equity of
development projects.

Approaches to enhancing environmental governance should be based upon a regionally acceptable framework of norms that are
implemented on an incremental basis, with attention to the practices of both regional institutions and national governments.
Environmental performance and governance practices should be included within national and regional assessments and reporting
frameworks.

Enhancing Institutional Structures for Cooperation

Regional institutions and national governments should:

■ define the environment in broad terms, thereby allowing for
cooperation and dialogue on the full range of
transboundary environmental challenges. The dominance
of water issues reflects the reality of water’s importance but
misses the opportunities of broader-based environmental
cooperation.

■ cooperate to identify which transboundary environmental
problems are best handled at which levels of governance
and commit to a plan of implementation that recognizes
the dynamics of change and the need for periodic adjust-
ment of roles and responsibilities.

■ take advantage of the regionalism trends that provide
opportunities to broaden the linkages among economic,
political, and environmental cooperative efforts.

■ promote the institutionalization of transboundary environ-
mental impact assessments on an incremental basis that
gradually increases the roles of local governments and
communities.
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provide an increasingly conducive atmosphere for experiment-

ing with creative approaches to bringing together stakeholders

to achieve consensus on transboundary environmental issues.

Regional institutions should take an active role in convening

stakeholders around these issues. The global experience

provides useful insights on the difficulties of facilitating public

participation in transboundary environmental issues. How-

ever, the World Commission on Dams’s use of the multi-

stakeholder process to establish a common base of informa-

tion and foster the development of common ground for

further negotiation should be repeated at the national and

regional levels to advance the dialogue on transboundary

issues. A MSEA commission on dams, perhaps with MRC

support, could yield important results, including the funda-

mental recognition of multiple stakeholder interests in

medium- and large-scale water resources development

projects. Similar approaches could be taken on the slightly less

contentious issues of non-timber forest products (NTFP)

trade, road development, and air pollution. Regional institu-

tions—particularly the ADB and ASEAN—would be essential

in providing the platform and resources to affect these

activities.

Deepen downward accountability to an engaged
civ il  soc iety

Accountability of the MSEA institutions to their ultimate

constituents, the public, is thin. The ADB and other regional

institutions should increase efforts to work with national

governments to establish mechanisms for improving account-

ability to the public with regard to the environmental and

social outcomes of regional development efforts. The MRC,

for example, should provide a channel for communicating the

environmental and social impacts of water resources manage-

ment on the Mekong River among national governments and

other actors. National governments should strengthen and

empower the NMCs to participate more fully in facilitating

the flow of information to and from the grassroots to ensure

that local concerns are reflected in national and regional water

management planning. Civil society, including both NGOs

and other local citizen groups—with support from such

institutions as ESCAP—should become more active in

monitoring the performance of regional institutions. Analysis

of experience from other parts of the world suggests that, in

the long term, a vibrant network of researchers—who share a

common set of norms and work together to generate informa-

tion and analysis—is critical to the implementation of

governance principles (Brunnee and Toope, 1997; Haas, 1992).

In conclusion, the MSEA region faces significant challenges in

transboundary environmental management. Several forms of

regionalism have provided the backdrop for institutional

responses to these environmental challenges, in which

regional actors are playing an increasingly large part. However,

the structures of these regional institutions are often insuffi-

cient in terms of mandate and capacities, location of authority

at appropriate levels of decision-making, representation of

national governments, and the integration of environmental

concerns into operations. At the same time, enhancement of

the regional institutions’ governance practice, encompassing

transparency and the provision of information, public

involvement, and implementation of accountability mecha-

nisms, is essential to the environmental sustainability of the

MSEA region. Experience from around the globe provides

valuable perspectives on how institutional structures and

governance practice can be improved. Institutional innovation

and improved governance practices are clearly high priorities

for addressing the transboundary environmental challenges of

the region and should be a central component of regional

strategies for ecological sustainability and social equity.
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E N D N O T E S

mental outcomes of development decision-making (Dore,

2001a).

6. See ADB website, www.adb.org/GMS/gmsprog40.asp

(February 20, 2002).

7. The upper Mekong Basin, the portion of the river system

that lies within China, is often referred to as the Lancang

Jiang. The use of different names has contributed to the

perception that the upper and lower Mekong basins are

separate systems. Recently, the use of “Mekong-Lancang”

to refer to the entire basin has led to a growing sense of

the river as shared among upper and lower basin coun-

tries.

8. See www.thewaterpage.com/mekong.htm (February 20,

2002) for the full text of the Mekong Agreement.

9. The MRC has received US$70 million in pledges and

funding (Mekong News, October-December 2001).

10. In broader regional environmental terms, countries with

an interest in a shared environmental concern, even

without direct transboundary linkages, may be important

to the effectiveness of a regional institution. The Czech

Republic and Slovakia, which are non-riparian but are

located within the Baltic Sea watershed, are parties to the

Helsinki Commission in recognition of the impacts that

actions within their borders might have on other coun-

tries sharing an interest in the environmental quality of

the Baltic Sea (Momose et al., 1995).

11. China and Myanmar have also been involved in dialogue

to some extent through ADB-MRC interaction to devise

more effective strategies for handling the environmental

impacts of water resources development projects (ADB,

2000d).

12. Although the ADB has decided that it will not finance

dams on the Lancang section of the Mekong because of

environmental impacts, it will support private sector

investment in the dam scheme in the interest of develop-

ing a regional power grid.

13. See ASEAN website, www.aseansec.org/

menu_asean+3.htm (February 20, 2002).

1. In fact, many forms of shifting cultivation are practiced

throughout the region. In some cases of low population

density and long fallow rotations, shifting cultivation

systems can be ecologically sustainable and make impor-

tant contributions to food security. Nonetheless, popula-

tion pressures and restrictive forest conservation policies

have led to unsustainable shifting cultivation with an

array of problems that includes reduced soil fertility,

erosion, altered runoff regimes, and susceptibility to pests.

Because of these problems, national policy tends to

portray shifting cultivation as something that must be

eradicated.

2. See ADB website, www.adb.org/Documents/News/1999/

nr1999135.asp (February 20, 2002).

3. See ADB website, http://www.adb.org/GMS/Projects/reta-

5920 (February 20, 2002). It is interesting to note that

plans for hydropower development are proceeding on

several parallel tracks—the MRC hydropower strategy, the

ADB-GMS power grid, and Yunnan provincial planning.

Recent years have witnessed a partial convergence of the

first two, but the situation is by no means coordinated

effectively.

4. For example, an environmental component of the

hydropower development schemes is the increased logging

in the proposed areas of flooding that follows closely in

the footsteps of dam construction feasibility studies.

5. One notable voice coming from the region is the Towards

Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance (TERRA) and

its publication Watershed, which challenges the main-

stream economic development paradigm promoted by the

ADB, the World Bank, and many bilateral donors. TERRA

supports networking among NGOs and peoples’ organiza-

tions in Burma (Myanmar), Cambodia, Laos, Thailand,

and Vietnam, promoting exchange and alliance building.

Focus on the Global South, which has provided important

analysis of the ADB poverty reduction policies and

hydropower development, and the Asia-Pacific Forum for

Women, Law and Development, which has a task force on

women and environment, are two other regionally focused

NGOs that are voicing concerns for social and environ-
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24. See ISP website, www.ispnet.org/ (February 20, 2002).

25. Stating that public participation and assistance are of

paramount importance to economic development and

governance outcomes, ASEAN sponsored the ASEAN

People’s Assembly in November 2000. This forum was

created to provide a platform for horizontal dialogue and

the integration of civil society networks at the ASEAN

level (ASEAN People’s Assembly, 2000). Despite encourag-

ing statements, the forum was not designed to contribute

directly to ASEAN deliberations, and assembly recom-

mendations did not make it into official processes.

26. The initiative has recently been expanded through a

memorandum of understanding with the World Conser-

vation Union (IUCN) to form the Conservation of the

Mekong River Basin Freshwater Ecosystems project, and

now includes cooperation among WWF, IUCN, the MRC,

the four MRC national governments, and several local

academic institutions and training centers (WWF

Indochina Newsletter, volume 19, issue 1.02, January

2002).

27. Personal communication with Professor Youn Yeo-chang,

who serves on the board of directors of the Northeast Asia

Forest Forum (www.neaff.or.kr).

28. Presentation by Robert O. Keohane at the World Re-

sources Institute, January 23, 2002.

29. This point is illustrated by the fact that the current MRC

CEO is not a citizen from a MRC country, and neither was

his predecessor. The position of the CEO is a telling one,

sandwiched between demands of both the member and

donor governments.

30. As a formal political grouping, ASEAN’s accountabilities

are clearly to its member nations, including the non-

MSEA governments.

31. See Bank Information Center website, www.bicusa.org/

asia/samut.htm (February 20, 2002).

14. See CCAD website, http://ccad.sgsica.org (February 20,

2002).

15. The SEF project will provide a framework of technical,

policy, and institutional recommendations and guidelines

designed to ensure the environmental and social

sustainability of economic development; a set of maps and

GIS databases on baseline bio-physical and socio-

economic conditions in the region, key ADB-GMS and

national projects, and key environment-development

“hotspots” in the region; and a GIS-based GMS Develop-

ment and Environment Information and Early Warning

System. See SEF website, www.eapap.unep.org/sef-gms/

index.htm (February 20, 2002).

16. See, for instance, www.undp.org.vn/mlist/envirovlc/

102000/post78.htm (February 20, 2002).

17. After the Yali Falls incident, the ADB proposed a broader

environmental assessment that would include

transboundary impacts. The Vietnamese government did

not accept the proposal, illustrating how the ADB can be

constrained by national decision-making prerogatives.

(Personal communication with staff from a development

organization, February 2002).

18. See also Bank Information Center website,

www.bicusa.org/asia/samut.htm (February 20, 2002).

19. The Commonwealth of Australia is a federation of states,

each of which has its own parliament.

20. Global experience has demonstrated the difficulty of

arriving at and implementing shared governance prin-

ciples, not to mention the relatively low degree of applica-

tion. See Wolf (2001) for a discussion of legal principles

and agreements governing transboundary water manage-

ment.

21. The MRC will issue a State of the Basin Report in 2002.

22. See ICARD website, www.agroviet.gov.vn/en/html/

gioithieu.asp (February 20, 2002).

23. See Mekong News, October-December 2001, at

www.mrcmekong.org/info_resources/infores002b002.htm

(February 20, 2002).
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T H E  M E KO N G  R E G I O N A L  E N V I R O N M E N TA L

G O V E R N A N C E  P R O J E C T

The MREG project is a part of the Resources Policy Support

Initiative, which is a World Resources Institute-coordinated

collaboration among local, regional, and international

organizations based and working in the Mekong region.

REPSI works toward increasing the capacity and legitimacy of

policy-oriented research concerning environmental and

natural resource management issues, primarily in the upland

areas. In order to accommodate the systems perspective

inherent in ecosystem management and to recognize the

importance of transboundary and regional drivers of environ-

mental change, the MREG project adopted a broad scope that

includes lowland society.

The REPSI-MREG process was undertaken to advance the

discussion of regional environmental governance by conven-

ing researchers and practitioners from a wide range of

backgrounds and activities. The MREG group included

academics, activists, NGO researchers, and officials from

international organizations. The first meeting of the MREG

group was held in Chiang Mai in July 2000, directly following

the Second International Symposium on Montane Mainland

Southeast Asia, and was the start of a 12-month program of

research and dialogue. The group was subsequently hosted in

Phnom Penh by the Cambodian Institute for Peace and

Cooperation in November 2000, and in Vientiane by the

Science, Technology and Environment Agency’s Environment

Research Institute in April 2001.

MREG provided an open space for discussion of the broad

issues of environmental governance. Through this forum,

participants were exposed to a range of perspectives on

regional environmental issues, the current state of governance,

the roles of institutions and organizations, and options for

enhancement of environmental governance at the regional

level. For the participants, MREG was a learning process in

which they were encouraged to explore the issues in their own

context and exchange perspectives on the range of interests

and concerns that were voiced. The MREG group produced a

compilation of research and dialogue outputs entitled Mekong

Regional Environmental Governance: Perspectives on Opportu-

nities and Challenges. This volume can be obtained by

contacting the REPSI project office in Chiang Mai, Thailand,

at repsi@loxinfo.co.th and is available for download from

www.reg-msea.org.


